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Blood Kin

Growing up in the wild
frontier of the Rockies, Zach King survived countless dangers, from
nature and from human predators. Like his father, the legendary
Nate King, Zach has learned to anticipate threats before they
appear. But even Zach can’t predict the danger he’ll face when he
travels with his fiancée to meet her family in St. Louis. He knows
they’ll probably look down their noses at him because he’s a
half-breed. He’s used to that by now. But he doesn’t know just how
far his beloved’s family will go to “protect” her from marrying
Zach. Some of the self-righteous relatives will stop at nothing to
save the family’s good name ... even murder.

The Westward Tide

Life in the majestic Rockies
is hard. Only the hardiest and bravest of pioneers can survive the
never-ending dangers of the frontier. Still, young Zach King can’t
wait to return there with his bride-to-be. For the frontier is his
home, the only place he feels free from the constraints and
prejudices of so-called civilization. But it looks like he’ll have
to postpone the homecoming just a little longer. He has no choice
but to agree to lead a wagon train of dangerously unprepared
settlers into the mountains. Without his help they’ll surely die.
But even with it, will they be able to survive a trek through lands
ruled by bloodthirsty Pawnees?
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One

“It’s your deal, Injun.
Make sure you keep the cards on top of the table where we can see
’em.”

The thinly veiled insult caused Zachary King
to tense. For a moment he considered leaping across the table and
throttling the man responsible. But then he glanced at Adam Tyler,
who sat on his right, and remembered what Tyler had told him the
previous night: “The first rule of gambling, son, is to never let
your emotions get the better of you. You do and you’re dead. It’s
as simple as that.”

Swallowing his pride, Zach picked up the
deck and shuffled as Adam had taught him. When he dealt, he did so
slowly, deliberately, so everyone could plainly see he was dealing
from the top.

“Hell, Injun,” said the
same player who had insulted him before. “A damn turtle could go
faster than you.”

Adam Tyler cleared his throat. He was a
tall, broad shouldered man, dressed in an expensive black suit and
frilled white shirt. His brown hair, graying at the temples, was
neatly combed. Gray-blue eyes that glinted like steel blades fixed
on the speaker. “Is it something you ate, Brak? Is that why you’re
so disagreeable tonight? Or is it that you just don’t like the cut
of my young friend’s clothes?”

Zach didn’t quite understand Tyler’s last
remark. His clothes were as fine as the gambler’s. In fact, Tyler
had given them to him. They consisted of a double-breasted blue
frock coat, striped trousers, a tartan vest, shirt and silk cravat.
Typical attire for white men in St. Louis, Zach had learned. His
long raven hair was tucked under his jacket, which was open at the
front so he had quick access to his pistols and bowie.

The man called Brak paused in the act of
reaching for his cards. He was a beefy chunk of muscle with
beetling brows and dark, beady eyes. His brown suit was the best
money could buy but it was rumpled and wrinkled, as if he had slept
in it, and flecked with specks of dust and food. “He’s your friend,
you say? Adopting wayward pups now, are you, Tyler?”

“My personal business,
Brak, is none of your concern.” A sharp edge laced the tall
gambler’s casual comment.

“And I would never presume
to pry,” Brak responded. “I’m surprised, is all. You’ve always been
a loner.” Brak fixed his beady eyes on Zach. “Though, now that I
think of it, I did hear someone mention you had taken a kid under
your wing. Of course, I never figured it would be a
half-breed.”

Zach tensed again. Being called a ’breed
never sat well with him. All his life he’d had to put up with
bigoted whites and red men alike who looked down their noses at him
because of his mixed lineage. He’d had no say in who his parents
were, yet most held it against him, as if having a white father and
a Shoshone mother somehow made him inferior. “I’d rather you didn’t
call me that,” he said harshly.

Brak grinned. “A mite touchy, are we? Sure,
kid. Whatever you want. I’m happy to oblige a friend of Tyler’s.”
Picking up his cards, he shot a barb at the tall gambler. “Your
protégé has a lot to learn, doesn’t he?”

Adam Tyler frowned—and so did Zach. He was
upset at himself for letting the gambler down. His only excuse was
that he was new to the game. He’d only developed a passion for it
in the past couple of days. So, yes, he would be the first to admit
he had a lot to learn. But he wanted to acquit himself proudly, if
for no other reason than to prove to Adam that he was worthy of the
gambler’s time and instruction.

Tyler suddenly pushed a pile of chips to the
center of the table. “I open at two hundred, gentlemen.”

The other two players glanced at one
another. Brak blinked, then began counting his own chips. “Isn’t
that a little steep? The usual amount has been twenty.”

“I have a good hand,”
Tyler said. “If you want to see exactly how good, put up or shut
up.”

Brak leaned back, his thick brows knitting.
“Now I’ve heard everything. The great Adam Tyler bragging about his
cards? Before anyone else has even bet? Only a beginner like this
’breed would be so foolish. What are you up to, Tyler?”

“It will cost you three
hundred to find out.”

“A challenge? Is that what
this is?” Brak laughed coldly. “Very well. I’ll see your three
hundred and raise you another fifty.”

Zach laid down his cards.
He had come into the game with thirty dollars to his name and was
another thirty ahead. He intended to stay ahead, too, in order to prove
to Louisa that wagering at cards could be profitable. The other two
players also folded, leaving Tyler and the troublemaker.

“I’ll see you,” the former
said and held up a single finger.

Zach dealt Tyler a card. Brak requested two.
The stakes rose to four hundred and twenty dollars. At last the
moment of truth came, and Brak, smirking, laid down a straight, all
hearts.

“Beat that, if you
can.”

Adam Tyler showed his hand one card at a
time. In a neat row he lined up four Kings and the two of diamonds,
then raked in the pot. “I thank you, gentlemen, for an evening’s
diversion. Now my young friend and I must excuse ourselves.”

Brak wasn’t pleased. “You’re leaving without
giving us a chance to win our money back? That’s hardly
sporting.”

“Poker is a game of
chance, not a charity,” Tyler said. “After all these years you
still have a lot to learn, don’t you?”

Having his own question thrown in his face
angered Brak, but he tried hard not to show it. “Another time,
then, Tyler. Bring the pup along. I might as well fleece the both
of you as one. And think of what it will do for my reputation.”

Tyler rose and slipped his wallet into an
inner pocket. “We’re all well aware of your reputation,” he stated
with a smile. Yet he somehow contrived to make it the most
insulting remark of all. Taking his wide-brimmed black hat from a
peg on the wall, he said, “Come along, Zachary. We shouldn’t keep
your fiancée waiting.”

They waded through dense clouds of cigar and
cigarette smoke and out the grand double doors of The Golden Bough.
Tyler adjusted his hat while striding down the steps. “You did well
in there, son. You controlled your temper admirably.”

It was past eleven at night yet carriages
and pedestrians bustled by in a steady stream. After a week in St.
Louis, Zach still couldn’t get over how many people there were and
how they never seemed to sleep. “You don’t think much of Brak, do
you?”

“I don’t think much of
anyone who divides the human race into sheep and those who shear
them.” Tyler turned left. “You’ll find, son, that there are two
types of gamblers in this world. Greedy men like Phil Brak, who are
out to take every sucker for all they can, and those who see
gambling as an honorable profession.”

“As you do,” Zach said.
One of the reasons he liked Adam Tyler so much was Tyler’s strong
sense of personal honor. It reminded him greatly of his
pa.

“I like to think of
gambling as jousting with cards,” Tyler said, smiling. “Blame it on
my mother. When I was young she liked to read Walter Scott’s
Ivanhoe to me, and ever
since I’ve tried to live like a chivalrous knight in shining armor.
Only in my case, it’s a frock coat.”

“My pa liked to read to us
when we were little, too,” Zach revealed. Most whites east of the
Mississippi tended to think of trappers and mountain men as
uncouth, illiterate simpletons who couldn’t read or write, but the
truth was that nearly every mountaineer Zach ever met could do
both. Many were quite fond of books, which they devoured by the
dozens during the long winters months when twenty foot snowdrifts
confined them to their cabins or lodges for days on end. The
mountain men even had a special nickname for it, the Rocky Mountain
College.

Some had a special passion
for great literary works like Ivanhoe. Zach knew of two, Jim
Bridger and Shakespeare McNair, who were extremely fond of the Bard
of Avon and would spend hours around a campfire reciting his works
for the benefit of their companions.

Zach always liked to listen to his father
read, but he had never been much of a reader himself. He preferred
to be out doing things rather than sitting around indoors with a
book in hand. His pa claimed he was missing out on a lot, that
books taught important lessons well worth learning. But the way
Zach saw it, anything he could learn from a book he could also
learn from real life.

Zach became aware that Adam Tyler was
talking to him. “—met a lot of men like Brak in my profession.
You’ll meet them, too. When you do, as the old saying goes, grin
and bear it.”

“I don’t intend to gamble
forever,” Zach said, realizing his newfound mentor assumed he meant
to do just that. It was a pleasant way to pass the time until Lou’s
kinfolk showed up, was all.

“Why not? I can tell you
like the game. You have a natural talent, and you could go
far.”

“You’re serious?” Zach had
to admit he liked the challenge and excitement, but he had never
considered making a living at it. In a month or so Louisa and him
were bound for the Rockies where they already had a pristine valley
all picked out for their homestead. It had a year-round stream,
plenty of grass for grazing, woodland that harbored abundant game,
and best of all, it was only a two-day ride from his folks’
place.

“Very serious.” Tyler
clapped Zach on the back. “Give it some thought. I can teach you
all you need to know. You might never become rich but you’ll always
be able to afford to keep a roof over your head and food on the
table.”

“Me? A gambler?” Zach
couldn’t get over the notion. It was silly. And yet—and yet
he did enjoy
raking in a wining pot and the look on the faces of the men he
beat. In a limited way, it was similar to counting coup. Only it
was done with playing cards instead of a coup stick or a war
club.

“Why not?” Tyler asked.
“Because of who you are? No matter what line of work you pick,
there will always be bigots like Brak who can’t see past the color
of your skin. For that matter, many people don’t think all that
highly of the gambling fraternity. You’ll be doubly
despised.”

“Just what I need,” Zach
quipped, wondering what his betrothed would say about the
idea.

 


Louisa May Clark was dreaming. In it, she
and Zachary were in a stately white church with a high steeple. The
seats were crammed with well-wishers, and her uncle was escorting
her down the carpeted aisle toward the altar and Zach. A beautiful
wedding dress clung to her slim form, a thin veil hung over her
eyes. She couldn’t stop smiling, for this was the single most
happiest event of her life. She was about to wed the man she
loved.

Then a strange thing happened.

Lou was halfway down the aisle when the
happy features of the onlookers changed. Their faces became masks
of feral hatred. They sneered at her, cursed her, shouting things
like, “’Breed lover!” and “Squaw woman!” She asked them to stop but
they yelled louder, all of them pointing accusingly, some spitting
on her. Tears welled up and Lou pleaded for them to desist but they
either didn’t hear her or didn’t care.

From out of their midst came a familiar
figure. “How could you, Louisa? How could you betray me like
this?”

“Pa?” Lou couldn’t credit
her eyes. Her father was dead, slain by hostiles. He couldn’t be at
her wedding. He just couldn’t.

“He’s not good enough for
you, little one. You should marry above your station, not below it.
I didn’t raise you just so you could throw your life away on a
romantic lark.”

Lou began to bawl. Her father had never
talked to her like that before. So far as she knew, there wasn’t a
lick of prejudice in his bones. “I love Zach!” she cried. “I love
him with all my heart and soul!”

“Do you?” her pa asked.
His query was echoed by every member of the congregation. Over and
over again they chanted accusingly, “Do you? Do you? Do you? Do
you?”

With the chant echoing in her head, Lou
abruptly awakened and snapped bolt upright. It took a minute for it
to sink in where she was, in a bed in the spare bedroom at Adam
Tyler’s house. She was caked with perspiration and trembling as if
cold. A block of ice encased her heart. Or was it a block of fear?
she fretted as she slid to the edge and stood.

The lantern was lit. In its rosy light Lou
saw her reflection in the mirror attached to the door. She had on a
plain but pretty dress, bought that morning at a local shop. Zach
had said she could have any one she wanted, but they were trying to
make their money last as long as possible so she’d settled for the
cheapest available.

Which explained why she had been so annoyed,
earlier, when Zach announced he was taking most of what they had
left to go gamble. She’d about thrown a fit until Adam Tyler
assured her he would watch out for Zach. And, the truth be told,
they needed more money. Their stay in St. Louis was being extended.
Not by choice, since they were both eager to return to the
mountains. No, her relatives were to blame.

They were missing.

Lou couldn’t begin to imagine what had
happened.

How vividly she recollected the day a rider
showed up at the King cabin and dropped off a letter from her Aunt
Martha. In it, Martha wrote that she, her husband and son, would be
in St. Louis for the entire month of August, waiting to meet with
Lou and her father, Zebulon. One of Zeb’s brothers, along with his
two daughters, would also be there.

None of them knew Lou’s pa was dead. She’d
never written them, never felt the need. Lou had Zach and Zach’s
family. Nate and Winona King had taken her into their home and made
her as much a part of their family as Zach and their little girl,
Evelyn. Lou had never been happier, never more content, never felt
more at peace with the world.

Her aunt’s letter, though, sparked feelings
Lou had long denied. Martha and the others were blood kin. She’s
spent many an hour perched on Martha’s knee when she was little,
many a day and week in the company of her cousins. Lou owed it to
them, she felt, to go meet them in person to tell about her
father.

Then, too, Lou couldn’t wait to impart the
good news about her engagement. Zach was the best thing to ever
happen to her, and she couldn’t wait to share her happiness with
her kinfolk. She figured her aunt and uncles and cousins would be
delighted.

Which made Lou’s dream all the more
mystifying. Aunt Martha had been one of those in the pews. Her
cousins Harry, Ethel, and Gladys had been there, also, pointing and
chanting along with the rest. What was she to make of it all?

Shaking her head, Lou opened the door and
walked down the hall to the sitting room. Tyler’s home was nicely
furnished, with thick beige carpeting, dusky drapes, and polished
mahogany furniture. It was comfortable yet undeniably masculine. A
rumbling noise, like the snort of a boar, drew her gaze to the
divan.

Stretched out flat on his back was the
gambler’s other houseguest, an old, grizzled trapper Zach had
befriended. George Milhouse had been a free trapper once but
nowadays he ran a shop devoted to the trapping trade. A spry,
feisty veteran of years in the high country, he sported a mane of
white hair and needed a hickory cane to get around. At the moment
he was sound asleep and snoring loud enough to be heard in
Blackfoot country.

Lou, grinning impishly, crept to the divan
and bent down. Lightly applying her thumb and forefinger to the
oldster’s nose, she gently squeezed. Milhouse was still for a few
seconds, then he sputtered, bucked, and came up off the divan as if
his buckskins were on fire. Lou laughed with glee.

“What in tarnation?”
Milhouse thundered, looking around in confusion. Divining that she
had played a trick on him, he snatched his cane from off the floor
and swung it at her backside but didn’t connect. “Another of your
deviltries, girl? I swear, you’re worse than a ten-year-old. That
feller of yours ought to check none of his brains have oozed out
his ears before he ties the knot.”

“That’s not nice,” Lou
chided.

“Neither is scarin’ a
fragile old man half to death,” Milhouse said, running a hand
through his hair.

Lou moved toward the kitchen. “Fragile, my
foot. You’re about as delicate as a grizzly. I hope Zach has half
your energy when he’s your age.”

George Milhouse chuckled. “Flattery, child,
will get you everywhere. How about you treat me to a cup of coffee
and maybe I’ll see fit to forgive you.”

“Maybe?” Lou taunted. The
stove was warm, some embers from suppertime smoldering. A few
puffs, and Lou had them red hot. From a bin by the kitchen counter,
she selected several logs and shoved them in.

Milhouse took a seat at the table, setting
his cane on top. “You know, missy, if I were forty years younger
I’d be next in line behind Zach. You’re the kind of woman a man
would never get bored with.”

“I thank you, kind sir,”
Lou said, performing a curtsy.

“See what I mean? You’re a
regular bundle of surprises. None of my wives were half as much fun
as you. My first one, a white gal, was a born nag. My second, a
Crow, was lazier than me. The third, a Flathead, wouldn’t so much
as let me spit in our lodge or she’d bean me with a rock. And my
fourth, a Bannock, was forever giving me sass. About wore out my
ears, that woman did.”

Lou sat across from him. She was so
accustomed to wearing buckskins up in the mountains that she had to
remind herself to cross her legs and sit as ladies were expected to
sit. It wouldn’t do for her to roost with her legs wide apart in
front of Aunt Martha, who was a stickler for proper behavior. “You
must have had some fun with them.”

“Oh, we had our share of
laughs, sure enough,” Milhouse said. “But none were very playful.
Maybe that’s because they were older than you are.”

“I’m seventeen,” Lou
reminded him. By that age most girls were married. Anyone not wed
by, say, twenty-two, was branded a spinster.

“Gettin’ on in years, are
you?” the old trapper said and laughed uproariously. “Hellfire,
girl. You’re still a sprout. As green as grass behind the ears but
too proud to admit it.” Milhouse sighed. “I envy you, though. You
and that young hardhead of yours.”

“Zach is eighteen, and
he’s every inch the man you are,” Lou said. More so, in her
estimation. To her, Zachary King—or Stalking Coyote, as he was
known among the Shoshones—was the handsomest, sweetest, kindest,
most special man alive. Being near him did things to her, provoked
feelings and thoughts no other man ever had. She craved him with
every fiber of her being, as if he were a part of her she couldn’t
do without.

Milhouse winked. “I wouldn’t be so sure,
missy. None of my wives had any complaints.” Slapping his thigh, he
cackled again.

“My, my, you’re certainly
in a good mood.”

“Why shouldn’t I be? We’ve
got that Festerman business taken care of. You’re safe, my shop
hasn’t been burned to the ground, and none of us were killed. What
more can a body ask for?”

Lou conceded his point. Lon Festerman had
been one of the richest, most powerful men in all of St. Louis.
He’d also been a vile monster, a purveyor of lust and debauchery
who had kidnapped her and planned to force her into a life of
prostitution. Her darling Zach, with the help of Adam Tyler and
Milhouse, had thwarted Festerman’s plan, killing Festerman in the
process. She had a lot to be thankful for. Still, she was worried.
“I’d be a lot happier if I knew what happened to my relatives.
They’re not at the hotel they’re supposed to be at.”

“Didn’t they leave a
message?”

“No.” Lou and Zach had
gone to the Grand Imperial Hotel down by the levee but the clerk
had told them her aunt and the rest checked out about a week ago.
The clerk had no idea where they had gone. “It’s not like my Aunt
Martha. She wouldn’t run off without leaving word.”

Milhouse scratched his stubbly chin. “Could
be she didn’t leave one because she hadn’t heard from you. Didn’t
you say you just up and headed for St. Louis after gettin’ her
letter? How was she to know you were on your way?”

Again the mountaineer had a point. “Even so,
she should have left word.” Now Lou had no idea where to look.
Canvassing every hotel would take days. Add in all the inns and
homes where travelers might stay, and it would require weeks of
steady searching to find them. If they were even still in the
city.

“Tell me again about these
kinfolk of yours. How many are there, exactly?”

“Six. There’s my Aunt
Martha, who is my mother’s older sister, and her husband, Earnest,
a lawyer. Plus their son, Harry, who works in a mill.”

“Strange place for a
lawyer’s son to work,” Milhouse commented.

“Harry was never the
brightest of boys.” Lou was being charitable. Poor Harry had been
teased to no end when he was younger because his brains weren’t
equal to his brawn. Earnest was severely disappointed that Harry
wasn’t bright enough to pass the bar, but to his credit Earnest
never badgered the boy about it as Aunt Martha often
did.

“And the others?” Milhouse
prompted.

“Oh. They would be my
father’s brother, Uncle Thomas, and his two daughters, Ethel and
Gladys. They were my best friends when I was little. We went
everywhere and did everything together. I can’t wait to see
them.”

“I hope they’re as tickled
to see you.”

“Why wouldn’t they be?”
Lou shifted toward the stove. Steam was rising from the pot’s
spout, but it would be a while yet before the coffee was adequately
brewed.

“When we’re sprouts,
sometimes we don’t see the world as it really is or the people in
it as they truly are.”

“What are you trying to
say? They’re my relatives. Blood kin. I loved them all dearly as a
child, and I still do. I can’t wait to hear how they’re doing and
to share the news of my engagement. They’ll be so happy for
me.”

Milhouse was about to say something when his
glance shifted past her. He froze, his eyes widening in surprise.
Suddenly rising, he moved as briskly as he was able to the back
door and yanked it open.

Startled, Louisa rose and followed. He had
stopped on the threshold and was scanning the backyard, his cane
held in front of him as if it were a sword. “What in the world has
gotten into you?” she asked.

“Hush!” Milhouse said and
went farther. “Did you hear that?”

Lou hadn’t heard a thing. She stepped out
into the muggy darkness. The humidity was much worse than up in the
mountains and took some getting used to. Overhead, stars sparkled.
Oddly, she’d noticed that fewer were visible in St. Louis than in
high country. Perhaps the altitude was to blame. Or maybe the
lights of the city had something to do with it.

“Someone just went over
the back fence and down the alley.” Milhouse turned to the small
window to the left of the door. “He was peekin’ in at us and
hightailed it when I spotted him.”

“Maybe you imagined it.”
Lou couldn’t see anyone going around peering into windows at that
time of night. They were liable to be shot.

“I may be old,” Milhouse
said archly, “but I’m not deaf, dumb, and blind. I tell you, I saw
some feller watchin’ us. He had a face like a hawk’s, with a hooked
nose and evil eyes.”

Lou giggled and folded her arms. “Did he
have long, pointed ears and fangs, too? Now I know it was all in
your head.”

“Sassy wench,” the old
trapper grumbled. “You’re too cocky for your own good. One of these
days it will spell trouble. Mark my words, missy.”

“Come inside. The coffee
should be about done.” Lou backed indoors. “I’ll pull the curtains
so our Peeping Tom won’t bother us.” She did just that, then went
to the stove.

George Milhouse lingered in the doorway,
sniffing the air like a bloodhound trying to catch a scent. “Make
light of me all you want. But I don’t like it. I don’t like it one
bit. I’ve got a bad feeling, like that time up in the Tetons when I
saw an Indian up in the rocks, and the next thing our trapping
party knew, Bloods jumped us.”

Lou opened the cupboard and removed two
cups. “There are no Bloods in St. Louis. Honestly, men can be so
silly. We have nothing to worry about.”

“I hope you’re right,”
Milhouse said. Closing the door, he bolted it and said again,
almost to himself, “I sure as blazes hope you’re right.”


 


 


Two

Zachary King and Adam Tyler were walking
south on Hanover Street. They had just passed an alley that flanked
the row of limestone residences where Tyler lived when Zach’s keen
eyes detected movement. “Hold up,” he said quietly. Crouching, he
verified that a shadowy figure was running in the opposite
direction.

“What in the world are you
doing?” the tall gambler asked.

“Silhouettes always stand
out better when you’re down low.” Zach quoted his pa. “Someone just
jumped over your back fence and is running off.”

Tyler never questioned Zach’s judgment.
Without delay he headed into the alley, saying, “We’ve got to
follow him, son. I’ve made more than a few enemies in my career.
Let’s find out who it is and what they’re up to.”

Zach had no objections. The thrill of the
chase appealed to him. Life in a big city, he’d discovered, was
pathetically dull compared to life in the wilderness. Back in the
mountains he could go hunting or exploring or on a raid with a
Shoshone war party. In St. Louis there wasn’t a pastime worth his
interest other than gambling.

Zach glided in front of the gambler, hunched
low so he could see the fleeing figure more clearly. Tyler imitated
him. As they passed the fence Zach swore he heard the back door to
Tyler’s house close and muffled voices. One sounded like Louisa’s.
Automatically, Zach’s pulse quickened. He contemplated going to
check on her. But she sounded all right, and he wasn’t about to
desert Tyler when the man needed him, not after all Tyler had done
for them. If not for the suave gambler, they’d never have saved
Louisa from Lon Festerman. Zach was forever in Tyler’s debt.

At the end of the alley was Oak Street. The
figure turned left, moving at a brisk walk. He didn’t bother to
glance back. Evidently he had no idea he was being pursued.

Zach slowed at the corner and looked before
stepping into the open. Now the figure was a block off, passing
under a street lamp. Its bright glare highlighted a high silk hat
and a flowing cloak.

“It’s not a common
footpad,” Tyler whispered, referring to the roving thieves who
infested the city after dark. “Not dressed like that.”

“Maybe it’s a friend of
yours,” Zach suggested.

“My friends come to the
front door. They don’t skulk around like an assassin.” Tyler broke
into a jog. ‘Two blocks from here there are carriages for hire. We
mustn’t let him reach them.”

“I can catch him with no
problem,” Zach said. To demonstrate, he ran flat out, bounding like
an antelope, his lithe muscles rippling under his clothes like
those of a tawny cougar. It felt good to put his body to the test
again, to feel the breeze on his face and the rising excitement of
knowing that soon he would overtake their quarry.

The man heard him. Swiveling, the prowler
took one look and bolted, moving amazingly quick for a city
dweller, his cloak flowing behind him like a sheet in the wind.

“Damn.” Zach increased his
speed. He was confident he would overtake the man. Among the
Shoshones he was considered fleet of foot. He couldn’t beat his pa
yet, but he’d won many a footrace against Shoshone youths his own
age and older. Willing his legs to pump faster, he began to
gain.

The man ran as if his heels were aflame.
Several times he glanced back, and once Zach glimpsed a bony,
angular face dominated by a large hooked nose.

They flew across an intersection and under
stately maples. Up ahead were more street lamps lining a broad
avenue, and parked along it were half a dozen carriages awaiting
fares. A couple was getting into the first carriage in line, a
middle-aged man and a woman half his age whose red dress clung to
her like a second skin. Her bosom jutted like twin melons, about to
explode through the garment.

“Zach! Don’t tangle with
him alone!” Adam Tyler hollered. He had fallen a score of yards
behind and was doing his utmost not to lose any more
ground.

Zach wasn’t worried. He relished the
prospect of a fight. A true Shoshone warrior lived for one purpose:
to defeat his enemies in battle. It was in the heat of combat that
coup was counted, and Zach’s goal was to one day count more than
any Shoshone ever had, to become war chief of the entire tribe.

As Zach narrowed the gap and drew within
pouncing distance, he grinned in keen anticipation. He hoped the
man would resist and give him an excuse to resort to his flintlocks
or the bowie.

The avenue was a stone’s throw away when the
cloaked figure unexpectedly halted and whirled. Balling both fists,
he crouched, adopting an odd stance with one leg out straight and
the other bent at the knee.

Zach’s grin widened. The dolt was making it
almost too easy. He rushed in, not bothering to draw a weapon,
relying on his momentum to bowl the man over. But much to his
astonishment the prowler evaded him with ease, pivoted, and landed
a kick to Zach’s back that sent Zach to his knees, his body lanced
with pain.

In a twinkling Zach was on his feet again
but the man was ready for him, still in that unusual stance. Zach
threw a punch that would have dropped most anyone in St. Louis, but
the figure in the cloak sidestepped and retaliated with another
kick, this time to the thigh. Zach’s entire leg went numb and was
on the verge of buckling.

The man flicked a high kick that Zach
blocked. He also countered a spinning foot strike to the groin.
Then he aimed a kick of his own that missed by a mile. His
adversary possessed uncanny reflexes, some of the best Zach ever
witnessed. Zach drove a punch at his foe’s jaw, again missing as
the figure skipped sideways.

Adam Tyler arrived. He didn’t follow Zach’s
example and engage the man one-on-one or try to talk the fellow
into giving up. Instead, his right arm snapped up like a whip and a
nickel-plated derringer materialized in his hand as if out of thin
air. “That will be quite enough,” he declared.

The hawk-faced prowler didn’t agree. His
right foot flashed, his instep connecting with the gambler’s wrist.
The derringer went flying.

In a pantherish bound the man was past them
and crossing to the carriages. Zach started to limp after him, but
Adam Tyler put a restraining hand on his shoulder.

“Let him go,
son.”

“Not on your life!” Zach
would rather lose a limb than be bested. The humiliation would eat
at him like a canker sore. No warrior worthy of the name would
stand for it.

“There’s no need,” Tyler
insisted.

Zach shrugged free but it was too late. The
man in the cloak had reached the first carriage. The next moment
the driver cracked his whip and it clattered into motion. “We can
still catch him!”

“Weren’t you listening? I
recognized him. His name is Racine.” Tyler turned to a strip of
grass and bent down. “Did you see where my derringer
fell?”

“No. Is this Racine an
enemy of yours?”

“Not to my knowledge. He’s
a manservant, indentured to Jacques Goujon. Ah, here it is.” Tyler
retrieved the small gun, wiping it clean on his sleeve. “The Goujon
family has lived in St. Louis since the French controlled
it.”

Zach was somewhat familiar with the city’s
checkered history. Originally a trading post started by two French
fur traders, the settlement had later fallen under Spanish rule.
The famous Louisiana Purchase resulted in the city becoming part of
the United States, and since then it had grown by leaps and bounds,
becoming the thriving gateway to the frontier.

“They’re one of the
oldest, wealthiest, and most respected families in the entire
city,” Tyler had gone on. “I’ve played cards on occasion with the
eldest son, Auguste. There has never been ill-will between
us.”

“What could Racine have
been up to?”

The gambler hiked his sleeve, exposing the
clip that held the ivory-handled derringer in place. It consisted
of a small metal plate designed to slide along his forearm on two
thin round braces or rails. All Tyler had to do was flick his wrist
and the derringer would shoot up his sleeve into his palm. “I’ll
find out tomorrow when I pay the Goujon family a visit.”

“We’ll find out, you
mean,” Zach amended.

“This doesn’t concern you,
son.”

“My leg still hurts from
where Racine kicked it. I’d say it most definitely does concern
me.” Zach rubbed the sore spot. “I’ve never seen anyone fight like
he does, using his feet so much, with all those fancy
spins.”

“It’s called savate,”
Tyler said. “La boxe Francaise,
I believe the French call it. I saw Racine use it
on another man once, a drunk who rudely accosted Jacques Goujon’s
daughter, Celeste. The drunk pulled a knife but he never stood a
prayer. Racine gave him a brutal, bloody beating.”

“Savate?” Every day new
facets of the white man’s society were added to Zach’s store of
knowledge. Just when he thought he knew all there was to learn,
along came something else.

“From what I understand
the sport got its start in Paris about twenty years ago. Savate
became so popular, clubs devoted to teaching it sprang up. A lot
like the fencing clubs we have in New Orleans.”

“And the bowie clubs?”
Zach mentioned. He’d passed one just the other day. Jim Bowie, as
everyone knew, had been a living legend. His exploits had been
written up in all the papers, and his fabled weapon became so
popular that knife makers sold them by the thousands. It was
estimated that up to a third of the knives on the frontier now were
bowie knives.

Jim Bowie’s death at the Alamo—along with
Davy Crockett, another living legend—had shocked the entire nation.
Even Zach had been saddened to hear it. Bowie had been one of the
few white men Zach truly admired. Fearless, daring, a bold
adventurer and excellent fighter, Jim Bowie had all the traits Zach
valued most, the traits every Shoshone warrior should have.

“Yes,” Tyler said. He
started to head back and Zach fell into step beside him. “But the
bowie clubs aren’t held in as high regard by the rich and
privileged as the fencing and savate clubs are.”

“Why is that?”

“Snobbery, plain and
simple. The wealthy have a habit of thinking their money makes them
special. They think they’re a class apart from the common rabble.”
Tyler sighed. “Fencing has always been a sport of the aristocracy.
Savate enjoys the same status. But the bowie clubs admit anyone and
everyone who can pay the modest fee. It’s the common man’s sport,
if you will. So the rich rarely indulge.”

“Are there any savate
clubs in St. Louis?”

“Just one. It opened up
about a year ago. The instructor is a good friend of Jacques
Goujon’s, from what I hear.”

“Have you ever gone to
it?”

“I have no interest. Years
ago I did take fencing lessons, though.” Tyler patted his right
sleeve. “But this is what I rely on to defend myself. It’s never
failed me yet.”

“Until Racine kicked it
out of your hand,” Zach observed.

Tyler patted his other sleeve and grinned.
“Why do you think I sometimes carry two?”

“Then you could have shot
him if you wanted. Why didn’t you?”

“Because he wasn’t trying
to hurt us, son. He was only protecting himself. Once we were no
threat to him, he ran off rather than press his advantage. I
suppose I could have put a ball into him as he was running to the
carriage, but I’ve never shot anyone in the back and I never
will.”

The incident gave Zach much to ponder. He’d
been toying with the idea of going to one of the bowie clubs to see
if there was anything they could teach him that he didn’t already
know. Now he wondered if it might not be wiser to visit the savate
club. It was a skill well worth learning, a skill that would make
him a better warrior than he already was.

There was only one hitch. From what Tyler
said, the lessons were expensive. Zach and Lou only had about
seventy dollars to their name, and it had to last them for a month
or more.

Zach had never given much thought to money
before. Up in the mountains there was no need. They had little use
f or it.

Certainly not for food. In the Rockies game
of all sorts was abundant. Deer, elk, buffalo, squirrels, rabbits,
bear, mountain sheep, and countless other creatures thrived. When
the King family needed something for the supper pot, all Zach had
to do was walk out the cabin door, pick a target, and pull the
trigger.

Certainly not for water, either. Theirs came
from a large lake less than an arrow’s flight away, a lake brimming
with waterfowl and filled with fish. Toting buckets was a chore,
but the water was sparkling clear and pure.

Clothing? Buckskins were their usual attire,
fashioned from the hides of the deer they shot. Elk hides were used
for rugs.

Nor did they need money for lodging. The log
cabin they lived in hadn’t cost them a penny. Even the valley in
which it was located had been theirs for the taking.

The only time Zach’s family ever spent money
was for items nature’s bounty couldn’t provide. Items like beaver
traps and fire steels and knives and guns and ammunition and black
powder. Occasionally they indulged in luxuries, such as the glass
panes his mother had wanted in their windows and curtains his
mother had taken a shine to and a few personal articles. Small
wonder, then, money had never been high on Zach’s list of
priorities.

Early on in life, however, Zach had learned
that most white men valued it above all else, which had always
amused him greatly. He’d thought it typical of them to value
something so worthless.

Now Zach was having second thoughts. He’s
seen the sad look in Louisa’s eyes when she had to put back a dress
she liked and buy a cheaper one instead. For the first time since
they’d met, he’d felt inadequate, as if he weren’t doing his part
in helping provide their wants and needs. The savate business bore
the point home even more. He’d like to take lessons but they
couldn’t afford it.

“I’d like to meet the man
who invented it,” Zach griped.

“Invented what?” Adam
Tyler responded.

“Oh, nothing,” Zach said.
“I was thinking out loud.” An idea came to him. “Can we play poker
again tomorrow night? And every night after? If I can win thirty
dollars or more each time, by the end of the month Lou and I will
have several hundred dollars.”

The gambler smiled knowingly. “It doesn’t
quite work that way, my friend.”

“What doesn’t?”

“Winning. There are no
guarantees. Sometimes the cards are in your favor, other times
they’re not. We call it playing hot or playing cold. Professionals
never push their luck by playing when the cards the
cold.”

“So maybe I won’t win
quite as much. I’ll still come out ahead,” Zach said. “Besides,
didn’t you tell me that gambling is luck more than anything else?
Some people have it, some don’t, you said. I happen to have
it.”

“You do, do you?”

“I met Louisa, didn’t I?” Zach
figured that was proof in itself. They came from such totally
different backgrounds and had grown up worlds apart, yet fate
conspired to bring the two of them together against all odds. To
his way of thinking it showed he was uncommonly lucky.

“She’s your lucky charm,
is she?” When Tyler saw Zach’s puzzled expression, he elaborated.
“Gamblers, by and large, are a superstitious lot. Some have
good-luck charms they won’t play without. It might be a ring, a
rabbit’s foot, anything. One fellow I knew carried the skull of a
mouse around in a tiny pouch, believe it or not. The mouse had been
a pet of his, and he used to keep it in his pocket when he played.
For luck. Well, it died, so he kept the skull in the same pocket
he’d kept the mouse. He honestly believed he’d lose without
it.”

“That’s
ridiculous.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t
you? Yet if it helps them play better, then having a good luck
piece is worthwhile.”

“You really think it
does?”

Tyler grew thoughtful. “I’ve made a sort of
personal study over the years, and I’ve noticed that when a player
has a lucky charm they tend to be more relaxed and confident. So
yes, I do.”

A question occurred to Zach. “Do you have a
lucky piece?”

The gambler grinned self-consciously.
“Actually, yes. But if I show it to you, you must promise never to
tell another living soul.”

“You have my
word.”

Halting, Tyler reached into a pocket and
brought out a small leather wallet which he carefully opened.
Sliding his finger into a recessed compartment, he pulled out a
folded strip of white cloth, faded with age. He held the cloth
close to his chest and unfolded it, revealing a lock of golden
hair. “This was Mary’s. I cut it off the night she died in my arms.
I never go anywhere without it.”

Zach knew the story. How as a youth Tyler
had been in love with a neighbor’s daughter. The pair had planned
to elope. But her father, who disapproved, sent men to kill Tyler,
and in the conflict Mary was accidentally slain. She was the great
love of Adam Tyler’s life; he had never loved another, not in more
than thirty years. “You believe her hair brings you luck?”

“Not so much that as peace
of mind.” Tyler tenderly stroked the golden strands, deep sorrow
lining his face. “It’s as if part of her is always with
me.”

Zach made bold to say, “I know it’s none of
my business, but she died such a long time ago. Why haven’t you
taken up with someone else by now?”

Tyler coughed, folded the cloth, and
replaced the wallet. When he looked up, he wore a pained
expression. “Don’t you think I’ve tried? I’ve met other women who
were attracted to me. But I never felt the same spark. Mary and I
were meant for each other. We were two halves of the same coin. Our
souls were linked, as she liked to say. I’ll never find another
like her. And at this stage, I don’t much care to bother looking.”
Pausing, Tyler took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “I’ll
go to my grave loving her. God willing, she and I will be reunited
in the afterlife. If not, if there is no heaven or hell, if this
life is all we have, then I’ll die knowing I was true to her to the
end.”

Tremendous sympathy flooded through Zach. He
imagined how he would feel if he was to lose Louisa, and he put his
hand on the older man’s wrist. “I’m sorry for you, Adam. I truly
am.”

Tyler’s eyes misted. He coughed again, gave
a toss of his head, and said, “It’s not a subject I prefer to
discuss. But I thank you, Zachary King, from the bottom of my
heart. You’re a good friend.”

Zach was startled when the older man
unexpectedly hugged him. Then they were walking again, neither
saying a word, each lost in their own thoughts. They turned right
on Juniper Street and were soon entering the limestone at 1420.
Voices drew them to the kitchen where Louisa and George Milhouse
were drinking coffee.

“Zach!” Lou squealed,
overjoyed. Bounding from her c hair, she threw herself into his
arms and nuzzled his neck, forgetting they weren’t
alone.

Zach saw Milhouse smirk and felt himself
blush. He couldn’t help it. Showing deep affection was difficult
enough. Doing so in front of others was downright embarrassing.
Pecking Lou’s cheek, he pried himself loose but left his arm draped
around her slender waist. The smooth feel of her dress tingled his
palm. Getting used to the sight of her in anything but buckskins
took some doing, yet he had to admit she was spectacularly
beautiful.

“So, how’d it go, young
coon?” the old trapper inquired. “You’re still wearing your shirt,
so I reckon you came out a little ahead.”

“A little,” Zach conceded,
then whispered how much in Lou’s ear.

Louisa was ecstatic. Another thirty dollars
meant they could stay in St. Louis an extra two weeks, possibly
longer. “You must be quite the gambler,” she complemented him and
stifled a snicker when his chest expanded.

“I did all
right.”

Adam Tyler was pouring himself a cup of
coffee. “He did better than all right. Your fiancé has potential,
my dear. Great potential. You might give some thought to letting
him gamble regularly.”

“He can do what he wants,”
Lou responded. “I have no say in the matter.”

George Milhouse pealed with mirth. “Aren’t
you a caution, girl! That shows how much you know about bears and
honey. To him, you’re the queen of England and Cleopatra all rolled
into one. You’ve got him so wrapped around your little finger, he
won’t hardly breathe without your say-so.”

“That’s silly,” Lou
said.

“Is it? Remember how he
asked you five times if it was fine by you if he went with Adam
tonight? Five times! Hellfire, before you know it, he’ll be asking
your permission to visit the outhouse.”

Tyler, bursting into laughter, snorted
coffee out his nose and had to put down the cup or risk spilling
it.

Zach didn’t say a thing. He’d learned the
hard way that matching wits with the mountaineer was a hazardous
proposition. Milhouse’s body was decrepit but his mind was razor
sharp.

“Honestly, Mr. Milhouse,”
Lou scolded. “Shouldn’t you be telling them about the face at the
window instead of poking fun at Zach and me?”

Adam Tyler instantly sobered. “What
face?”

Lou explained, with the old trapper adding
pertinent details where necessary. When she finished their host
related the encounter he and Zach had with the same individual,
leading Milhouse to beam at her and declare, “See? I told you
so.”

“Why was this man spying
on us?” Lou asked.

“We’ll know tomorrow,”
Tyler said, with a side glance at Zach. “Until then, I wouldn’t
fret. Racine is gone and I doubt very much he’ll return. Everyone
can get a good night’s sleep.”

Louisa clasped Zach’s hand and said softly,
“Care to tuck me in?” She knew it was a mistake when George
Milhouse chortled. The man never missed an opportunity to tease
them.

“Don’t forget to undo his
leash before you turn in. The poor boy might trip over it if he
gets up in the middle of the night.”

“You, sir, are
impossible,” Lou playfully huffed.

“You know, girlie, that’s
what all four of my wives claimed. Yet not one was willin’ to swap
me for another feller.”

“I would have,” was Lou’s
triumphant parting shot. Giggling, she led Zach down the hall to
the spare bedroom. Tyler only had the one, which was granted to her
by virtue of her gender. Zach slept out in the living room with
Milhouse.

There had been a few
awkward moments when the sleeping arrangements were initially
discussed. Adam Tyler had hemmed and hawed, aware they weren’t
married and not knowing if they expected to stay together. Lou had
set him straight. As much as she loved Zach—and she cared for him
with all her heart and soul—they weren’t going to take
that step until
after they were husband
and wife.

Not that Louisa hadn’t been tempted. Lord,
how she’d wanted to share herself with him, totally, fully, in raw
abandon! On the long ride across the prairie, sleeping at his side
night after night, it had taken every ounce of willpower she
possessed to keep her hands off him. Oh, they’d fooled around some,
and once or twice she’d come awful close to losing her virginity.
But always, at the brink of red-hot passion, they were able to pull
back, to take deep breaths, and calm down. One time, though, much
to her amusement, Zach had to jump in a stream, he was so
aroused.

Now, in front of the bedroom door, Lou
kissed him full on the mouth and even went so far as to rim his
teeth with her tongue. She felt his muscular body harden, felt the
hunger in his touch, saw it in his smoldering eyes. “I can’t wait,
my darling, until we’re wed,” she said huskily.

Nor could Zach. It was all he had dreamed
of, all he had longed for, for months now. Lon Festerman had tried
to spoil that dream and had paid with his life. The same would
befall anyone who stood in their way. Anyone at all.
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